THE    AMERICAN    PRESIDENTS
Three years later, when he was nineteen, Washingtoi
went with his brother Lawrence to the West Indies, when
he caught smallpox, which left him marked for life
Lawrence, who was travelling in search of health, died the
following year, making George the guardian to his estates,
and the heir to them in case Lawrence's daughter should die,
This the daughter promptly did; so in 1752, at the age of
twenty, Washington became a moderately wealthy land-
owner and the lord of Mount Vernon.
If an attentive Providence had been shaping the young
man's career, there are few respects in which his life, up
to this point, could have been improved. Born into a
ruling class, but into a subordinate position within that
class, he was made to feel from childhood that much was
expected of him. At the same time it was clear that if he
was to justify his birth and become one of the important
men of Virginia, he would have to do so by his own efforts.
He lived in surroundings where he could acquire an educa-
tion in men and manners; but his ambition was never
lulled by the knowledge that even if he failed to make
anything of himself his life would be smooth and com-
fortable. At the age of sixteen he began to earn his own
living in what was then, in that land-hungry Virginian
society, the respectable profession of surveying. His
job took him at once out of his accustomed world into the
unknown, exciting West.
There was nothing romantic about Washington's imag-
ination; he responded to the West, and the Red Indian,
with the practical interest of an empire-builder. Washing-
ton became the first "American," in that he was the first
Colonial leader to think, and act, nationally; and it is
probable that an important reason for this is his early
experience with the world across the mountains. It
was too vast and rich a world for its future to be considered
in terms of Virginia; and early in his life Washington came
to the belief that Providence intended a new and splendid
nation to arise among these so novel and so favourable
conditions. . . . Finally, when his ambition had been
strengthened and his imagination enlarged, Washington